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CWEC Fact Sheet on: ee 1985 
THE BOSTON SCHOOL COMMITTEE 


prepared by the Citywide Educational Coalition 
in cooperation with the Greater Boston Chamber of Commerce 


WHO IS ON THE BOSTON SCHOOL COMMITTEE? 


Established in 1789, the first Committee of twenty-one members was made up of selectmen (City 
Councilors) and ward representatives, and the Mayor was made a member from 1822-1885. The 
number of members has ranged from as high as 116, elected by wards, in 1875 to as low as five, 
elected at-large, from 1906-1981. District representation in 1981 enlarged the Committee to thir- 
teen: four at-large members and one from each of Boston's nine electoral districts. 


The composition of the Committee has changed, too. The first women members were elected in 
1873, though the male members refused to seat them. An 1874 “Act to Declare Women Eligible to 
be on the School Committee” resulted in their being represented consistently since then. In con- 
trast, the first black member was elected in 1875, the second in 1897, but the third not until 1978. 


Today's Committee, more reflective of the city than in the past, has eight men and five women: nine 
members are white, three are black, and one is Hispanic. 


DO SCHOOL COMMITTEE MEMBERS GET PAID? 


No, but if the City Council so voted, they could be paid. 


Each member, however, does have a $43,000 allocation to hire staff. Though it can only be used 
for salaries, this money can be allocated any way the member chooses: to hire one administrative 
assistant at $43,000 per year, eg., or three at $14,300 per year. These staff members are exempt 
from civil service, have no formal job descriptions or evaluation procedures, and serve solely at the 
discretion of each member. The total cost for School Committee staff salaries is $559,000 per year. 


The Committee also has the services of the Secretary to the School Committee and his staff who 
handle all paperwork and record-keeping. Members also get office space, supplies, postage, and 
copying expenses, about $64,000 per year total. 


WHAT ARE THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE SCHOOL COMMITTEE? 


By law—the City Charter, Chapter 333, and the Tregor Bill—the School Committee powers and 
duties are defined as the supervision and direction of the schools, the hiring and firing of person- 
nel, and the maintenance of school buildings. The only responsibilities they don’t share with the 
Superintendent, however, are: 

e to elect their President, Vice-President and Treasurer 

e to hire and fire the Superintendent 

e to sign union contracts 

¢ to approve the annual budget to be sent to the Mayor and City Council 

e to choose a Secretary to the School Committee. 


WHAT ARE THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE SUPERINTENDENT? 


The laws that govern the School Committee are equally vague on the role of the Superintendent: 
“to be the executive officer of the School Committee in all matters.’ Chapter 333 in 1978, however, 
gave one specific and important power to the Superintendent: that no BPS employee could be 
hired without being nominated by the Superintendent. The Tregor Bill, in 1982, further expanded the 
Superintendent's power, and said that no BPS employee could be hired, fired, promoted, or 
demoted without the prior written approval of the Superintendent. 


Q. HOW ARE DECISIONS MADE? 


A. There are no other written rules about how the School Committee and Superintendent should make 
decisions. In practice, the Superintendent is responsible for the day-to-day running of the schools and 
for suggesting educational policy. It is the BPS staff, not the School Committee, which makes person- 
nel decisions, oversees the assignment process, designs and implements programs, etc. With his staff, 
the Superintendent brings recommendations on these issues to the Committee for their approval. Their 
approval is necessary before any recommendation can be implemented. Since the beginning of the 
desegregation case some decisions have needed federal court approval as well. 


Q. HOW IS THE SUPERINTENDENT HIRED AND FIRED? 


A. The School Committee hires the Superintendent. In the selection of the last three superintendents, the 
School Committee has set up an advisory Search Committee of citizens to interview applicants and 
make recommendations. In all cases, the School Committee has selected one of those recommended 
by the Search Committee. 


Until 1982, the Committee could fire the Superintendent at any time, “for cause” The Tregor Bill limited 
them to removing the Superintendent “for just cause after proper notice and public hearings.” 
Superintendent Wilson's new contract includes a detailed procedure for firing. 


Q. WHEN AND WHERE DOES THE SCHOOL COMMITTEE MEET? 


A. Every other Tuesday, 5 p.m., 26 Court St., Boston. The public is welcome and every meeting begins 
with fifteen minutes of public comment. (Note: Twice a month, CWEC prepares detailed School Com- 
mittee Reports on what happens at each meeting, and why. These Reports are available by 
subscription only, for $15/year. Call for more information, 542-2835.) 


Q. WHO EVALUATES THE SCHOOL COMMITTEE? 


A. Just the voters. 


* Special thanks to Edward Winter, Secretary to the School Committee, for his help with the historical 
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